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(m) Magnetic field sensing device. 

(57) A self-contained magnetic field sensing de- 
vice 10 has magnetic field sensing elements 
14,16,18,20 arranged in an electrical bridge net- 
work 25. An integral electrical conductor 60 
spaced from the sensing elements 14,16,18,20 
carries a current for setting and resetting the 
direction of magnetization of the sensing ele- 
ments. A known magnetic field useful for test, 
set up and calibration is provided at the sensing 
elements 14,16,18,20 by a second integral elec- 
trical conductor 50. 
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BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The invention relates in general to magnetic field 
sensors and more particularly to magnetic field sen- 
sors requiring the use of a magnetic field for functions 5 
such as domain setting, calibration, establishing a 
bias or offset magnetic field, determining a sensor 
transfer characteristic, or other functions requiring a 
magnetic field. 

The invention has application to a variety of mag- 10 
netic sensors or transducers. These include, but are 
not limited to magnetoresistive transducers, magne- 
todiodes, magneto transistors and Hall effect trans- 
ducers. 

The domain setting function is important for mag- 15 
netoresistive transducers. Magnetoresistive trans- 
ducers are typically defined on a layer above the in- 
tegrated circuit wafer or on a glass slide. Magnetore- 
sistive transducers are composed of long thin strips 
of a magnetoresistive film such as permalloy. With a 20 
current running along the length of thef ilm, the mag- 
netization of the film generally forms an angle with 
the current, and the resistance of the film depends on 
this angle. When the magnetization of the film is par- 
allel to the current, the resistance is at a maximum, 25 
and when it is perpendicular to the current, the resis- 
tance has its minimum value. 

The magnetization in these films must be set in 
a single domain state before it is ready to sense mag- 
netic fields. Although there may be situations where 30 
a magnetoresistive transducer can sense magnetic 
fields even if it is in a multiple domain state, for pur- 
poses of repeatability, it is essential that the magne- 
tization of a magnetoresistive transducer magnetic 
sensing element be in a single domain state. In cer- 35 
tain designs of transducers, this domain setting can 
be done using a large external field. However, this 
setting approach is not practical when the magnetor- 
esistive transducer has already been packaged in a 
system. In addition, in many situations there are sev- 40 
eral transducers within one package with different 
transducers requiring setting in different directions. 
While one potential solution is to wrap individual coils 
around each transducer, the use of individual coils is 
expensive and it is difficult to generate large fields by 45 
using small coils. Another situation frequently arising 
is when different legs of a bridge circuit, for example 
a Wheatstone bridge circuit fabricated on a single 
chip, have to have their magnetization set in different 
directions. 50 

The testing, setup, or calibration of magnetic field 
sensing devices represents a second important area. 
The function needed is the ability to produce a known 
magnetic field at the magnetic field sensor. This 
known field and the ability to vary the field allows one 55 
to measure the response of the magnetic field sensor 
and perform set up, sensitivity and calibration opera- 
tions. In the past these operations have been per- 



formed by producing the known magnetic field by us- 
ing a pair of Helmholtz coils or a solenoid coil. These 
methods require the use of external field producing 
coils and cannot be used when multiple magnetic 
field sensors have been placed in a single package. 
In addition, the external coil approach does not per- 
mit the magnetic field sensor to be tested and cali- 
brated in its working environment. 

Thus a need exists for a simple self contained de- 
vice to provide a magnetic field for setting and reset- 
ting the magnetic domains in a sensor and for produc- 
ing a known magnetic field for testing, set up, and cal- 
ibration of a magnetic field sensor. 

SUMMARY 

The present invention solves these and other 
needs by providing in a first aspect, a device for set- 
ting and resetting the magnetic domains in magnetor- 
esistive magnetic field sensing elements arranged in 
an electrical bridge network. Acurrent strap is provid- 
ed for setting the directions of magnetization in op- 
posing bridge elements in the same direction or in op- 
posite directions depending on the particular design. 

In another aspect of the present invention, a sec- 
ond current strap produces a known magnetic field at 
the magnetic field sensing elements. The known 
magnetic field is used for functions such as testing, 
set up, and calibration. 

The present invention provides both a setting and 
resetting feature and the independent feature of pro- 
ducing a known magnetic field at the magnetic sens- 
ing elements. The presence of both of these features 
in a magnetic field sensor increases the sensor func- 
tionality far beyond t he sum of t he individual functions 
of the two features. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Fig. 1 shows a layout for a magnetic field sensing 
device according to the teachings of the present in- 
vention. 

Fig. 2 is a cross -sectional view along sectional 
line 2-2 of the magnetic field sensing device shown 
in Fig. 1. 

Fig. 3 is an electrical schematic diagram of the 
equivalent circuit of the structure of the magnetore- 
sistive magnetic field sensing elements shown in Fig. 
1. 

Fig. 4 is a plan view of magnetic field sensing de- 
vices for use in an electronic compass application. 

Fig. 5 is a cross-sectional view of a first alterna- 
tive embodiment of the present invention. 

Fig. 6 is a plan view second alternative embodi- 
ment of the present invention. 

Fig. 7 is a cross-sectional view along section line 
7-7 of this device of Fig. 6. 
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DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENT 

A device for sensing magnetic field in accordance 
with the present invention is shown in the drawings^ 
and generally designated 10. Fig. 1 shows an integrat- 
ed circuit layout for a magnetic field sensor in accor- 
dance with the present invention. Magnetic field sen- 
sor 10 is formed on a semiconductor substrate 12 us- 
ing integrated circuit techniques. Four magnetoresis- 
tive elements 14, 16, 18, and 20 which utilize "barber 
pole" biasing are arranged in a Wheatstone bridge 
configuration. Each of magnetoresistive elements 14, 
16, 18, and 20 is an array of six parallel positioned 
magnetoresistive strips 22 electrically connected in 
-series with one another. Individual magnetoresistive 
strips 22 are connected within magnetoresisitive ele- 
ments 14, 16, 18 and 20 by interconnections 15. Sub- 
strate 12 has an insulating Iayer24, typically of silicon 
dioxide and/or silicon nitride. Background information 
on magnetoresistive sensors and the details of the 
formation of parallel positioned magnetic strips 22 on 
substrate 12 to provide magnetoresistive elements 
14, 16, 18 and 20 are described in U. S. Patent 
4,847,584 dated July 11, 1989 to Bharat B. Pant and 
assigned to the same assignee as the present appli- 
cation. U. S. Patent 4, 847,584 is hereby incorporated 
by reference. 

Magnetoresistive elements 14, 1 6, 1 8, and 20 are 
interconnected and connected to pads 26, 28, 30, 32, 
and 34ras follows. Magnetoresistive element 14 is 
connected to magnetoresistive element 16 by inter- 
connect 17 and magnetoresistive element 18 is con- 
nected to element 20 by interconnect 19. Pad 26 is 
connected by conductor 36 to element 14 and ele- 
ment 14 is connected to element 16 at 38. Conductor 
40 makes connection 38 available at pad 28. Element 
16 is connected by conductor 42 to element 20 and 
conductor 44 makes connection 42 available at pad 
30. Element 20 is interconnected to element 18 at 46 
and conductor 47 makes connection 46 available at 
pad 32. Pad 34 is connected to element 1 8 by conduc- 
tor 48. 

The effective electrical network formed by the 
structure shown in Fig. 1 may be more easily visual- 
ized by reference to Fig. 3 which is an electrical sche- 
matic of a Wheatstone bridge 25 formed by magne- 
toresistive elements 14, 16, 18, and 20 using the 
same numbering as in Fig. 1. Fig. 3 also shows pads 
26, 28, 30, 32 and 34. Bridge 25 is a magnetic field 
sensor which will be sensitive to magnetic field com- 
ponents in a direction perpendicular to magnetoresis- 
tive strips 22. With pad 26 connected to pad 34 and 
a voltage applied between pad 28 and 32 the output 
of bridge 25 will be between pads 26 and 30. 

Fig. 2 is a cross-sectional view of magnetic field 
sensor 10 along section line 2-2 of Fig. 1. A second 
dielectric 49 covers magnetoresistive elements 14, 



16, 18, and 20. An electrical conductor 50 is formed 
on dielectric 49. Conductor 50 is in the form of a cur- 
rent strap and may be of copper, aluminum or other 
conducting material. Conductor 50 extends between 
5 pad 52 and,pad?54 and. is located to pass over mag- 
- netoresjstive elements 14, 16, 18, and 20 in a direc- 
tion parallel to magnetoresistive strips 22. Dielectric 
58 covers conductor 50. Vias 56 and 57 connect pad 
52 and pad 54 respectively to conductor 50. 

10 Conductor 60 is located on dielectric 58. Conduc- 

tor 60 is in the form of a spiral or serpentine current 
strap extending between pad 64 and pad 66. The ser- 
pentine form of conductor 60 extends in a clockwise 
direction from pad 64 to pad 66. Conductor 60 in- 

15 eludes a segment 68 and a segment 70. 

A first alternative embodiment of the present in- 
vention is shown in Fig. 5. In this embodiment, im- 
planted layer 80 in substrate 12 extends beneath 
magnetoresistive elements 14, 16, 18 and 20. Cur- 

20 rent in implanted layer 80 provides a magnetic field 
for biasing, offset, calibration or feedback. In this em- 
bodiment, pads 52 and 54 are connected to opposite 
ends of implanted layer 80 by vias 56' and 57' respec- 
tively. While this alternative embodiment shows layer 

25 80 used as a conductor to produce a magnetic field 
for the purpose of calibration, offset or feedback, it 
can be appreciated that an implanted layer could also 
produce a magnetic field for the purpose of setting 
and resetting directions of magnetization. 

30 A second alternative embodiment is shown in 

Figs. 6 and 7 where a separate conductive strap is 
placed in the packaging for magnetic field sensing 
device 10. A ceramic carrier package 92 is shown and 
packages of other materials could also be used. De- 

35 vice 10 is mounted on carrier 92 and includes pads 
93. Wirebonds 94 form connection from pad 93 to 
pads 95 on carrier 92. A metallic conductor or current 
strap 90 extends over device 10 and provides a mag- 
netic field for magnetoresistive elements 14, 16, 18 

40 and 20. Current in current strap 90 is supplied to and 
taken from ends 96 and 97. 

Now that the basic construction of magnetic field 
sensor 10 has been set forth, the method of use and 
subtle features of device 10 according to the present 

45 invention may be described and appreciated. 

Locating Conductor 50 on the magnetic sensor 
chip provides a structure which can be used to pro- 
duce a known magnetic field, and this structure may 
be used with any magnetic sensor requiring a mag- 

50 netic field for purposes such as biasing, offsetting, or 
calibrating. It may also be used in a feedback appli- 
cation to provide an indication of the feedback current 
needed to null an external field. 

When a current flows from pad 52 through con- 
55 ductor 50 to pad 54 or in the opposite direction, this 
current produces a magnetic field in a direction per- 
pendicular to magnetoresistive strips 22 or in the di- 
rection to which magnetoresistive strips 22 are sen- 
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sitive. This current then will unbalance bridge 25 and 
provide an output voltage at pads 26 and 30. Thus 
when the geometry of device 10 is known, one can 
determine by calculation what magnetic field, is pro- 
duced at magnetoresistive elements 14, 16, 18, and 5 
20 by a given current in conductor 50. By then pass- 
ing the given current through conductor 50 and meas- 
uring the output voltage at pads 26 and 30, one can 
determine the relationship between a known input or 
test magnetic field and the output voltage at pads 26 w 
and 30. 

Conductor 50 may also be used to produce a 
magnetic field at magnetoresistive elements for the 
purpose of offsetting or balancing out an existing ex- 
ternal magnetic field. For example, device 10 may be 15 
in a location where a 1.0 gauss external field in one 
direction is being sensed and it may be desirable to 
null out or neutralize this external field so device 10 
will see essentially a "0" field. A current may then be 
passed through conductor 50 to produce a 1 .0 gauss 20 
field in the opposite direction and null out the external 
field. 

In a feedback application conductor 50 can be 
used to keep device 1 0 at a M 0" output condition. Here 
a variable current sufficient to oppose the varying ex- 25 
ternal field would be passed through conductor 50. 
Measurement of the current required in conductor 50 
would then be representative of the varying external 
magnetic field. The electronics required for the feed- 
back circuitry may be placed outside of device 10 or 30 
integrated into device 10. 

Conductor 50 which may be referred to as a bias 
strap or calibration strap is illustrated as a thin film 
conductor. Conductor 50 however may be implement- 
ed as a conductor in or on the package for device 10, 35 
an implanted layer in the silicon substrate or by using 
the silicon substrate itself. 

When device 1 0 is to be used in an application re- 
quiring an absolute measurement it will be necessary 
to eliminate the offset due to slightly mismatched 40 
magnetoresistive bridge elements, temperature dif- 
ferences in the magnetoresistive bridge elements 
and drift in the bridge measurement electronics. To il- 
lustrate the operation and advantages of set-reset 
conductor 60 it will be assumed that it is to be used 45 
as shown in Figs. 1-3. Conductor 60 provides a set- 
reset feature. Conductor 60 is in the form of a serpen- 
tine or spiral current strap to perform the setting of a 
direction of magnetization in magnetoresistive ele- 
ments 14, 16, 18, and 20. In Fig. 1, conductor 60 is ar- 50 
ranged to set the magnetization in different direc- 
tions. In other bridges, conductor 60 could be ar- 
ranged to set the magnetization in the same direc- 
tion. With an electrical current entering conductor 60 
at pad 64 and leaving at pad 66 it can be appreciated 55 
that the current direction in segment 68 of conductor 
60 will cause a magnetization of elements 14 and 16 
in a direction toward pad 56 while the current direc- 



tion in segment 70 will cause a magnetization of ele- 
ments 18 and 20 in a direction toward pad 58. Revers- 
ing the direction of magnetization is effected by hav- 
ing the current enter conductor 60 at pad 66 and exit 
at pad 64. The procedure is to make a first measure- 
ment at pads,26 and 30 after a set-reset current pulse 
which entered at 64 and left at 66, then reverse the 
direction of current pulse through conductor 60 and 
make a second measurement at pads 26 and 30. The 
difference between the first and second measure- 
ments is representative of the magnetic field compo- 
nent along the sensitive axis of magnetoresistive ele- 
ments 14, 16, 18 and 20. Note that the sensitive axis 
of device 10 is in the plane of the device and perpen- 
dicular to the direction of the long permalloy strips. 
The effect of using the set-reset feature provided by 
conductor 60 at short time intervals is to eliminate the 
offset that could otherwise result. 

In order to perform the set-reset function, a typ- 
ical magnetic field of 20 to 100 gauss at magnetore- 
sistive elements 14, 16, 18 and 20 is required. The 
rapid magnetization dynamics allows the duration of 
the current in conductor 60 which produces the set- 
reset field to be very short. Pulses having a duration 
of less than a microsecond have been found to be sat- 
isfactory. 

In one test arrangement of a solid set-reset strap 
a set-reset strap was used having a width of approx- 
imately 160 micrometers, a setting current of 500 mA 
was found to supply approximately a 20 Oersted field 
to the magnetoresistive strips which constitute the 
sensing elements. 

Conductor 60 may of course be a single full width 
current strap rather than the segmented strap shown, 
however the segmented strap can be used to advan- 
tage to reduce the current needed to provide the 
magnetic field under conductor 60. 

It will be recognized that various spatial arrange- 
ments for magnetoresistive elements 14, 16, 18, and 
20 other than shown in the drawings can be devised, 
and forms for conductor 60 other than the spiral form 
shown may also be devised. 

One application of magnetic field sensors is to 
determine the orientation of the sensor with respect 
to the magnetic field of the earth. Electronic com- 
passes offer advantages over conventional com- 
passes which utilize a piece of magnetized metal to 
indicate direction. One advantage is that an electron- 
ic compass may be much smaller in size than a typical 
magnetized compass. Another advantage is that an 
electronic compass provides an electronic output al- 
lowing a simple interface with other electronic circui- 
try such as a navigation system. Also, an electronic 
compass is not affected by acceleration or decelera- 
tion of a vehicle in which it is carried. 

An electronic compass may be implemented by 
utilizing two of the magnetic field sensors described 
herein as device 10 as shown in Fig. 4. The two de- 
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vices would be oriented to sense components of the 
earth's magnetic field that are perpendicular to one 
another. 

In many magnetic field sensing applications, the 
presence of both set-reset conductor 60 and biasing 5 
or calibration conductor 50 in a single self-contained 
device provides greatly increased functionality at a 
measurement system level. One example of the use- 
fulness.-of this arrangement is as follows. An initial 
measurement using the set-reset feature may be per- 10 
formed to determine the external field. The current 
necessary to null out the external field may then be 
determined from the known geometry of device 10 
and this current may then be applied to biasing or cal- 
ibration, conductor or strap 60. A second measure- 15 
ment using the set-reset feature may then be per- 
formed and where necessary the new current neces- 
sary to null out the external field may be applied to 
the biasing strap. Thus it may be appreciated that the 
presence of the set-reset strap and the bias strap al- 20 
lows iterative measurement processes. 

Applicant's invention provides an integrated mag- 
netic field sensor of much reduced size, weight, pow- 
er and cost as compared to any sensor that utilizes 
fields generated by external devices. 25 

In accordance with the foregoing description, Ap- 
plicants have developed a simple arrangement to set 
the direction of magnetization and to bias or calibrate 
magnetic field sensors. Applicant's arrangement is 
easily incorporated into the design of integrated mag- 30 
netic field sensors. Although a specific embodiment 
of the Applicant's magnetization setting and biasing 
or calibrating arrangement is shown and described 
for illustrative purposes, a number of variations and 
modifications will be apparent to those of ordinary 35 
skill in the relevant arts. It is not intended that cover- 
age be limited to the disclosed embodiment, but only 
by the terms of the following claims. 



Claims 

1. An integrated device for sensing external mag- 
netic fields, the device characterised by: 

magnetic field sensing means having at 45 
least first (14) and second (16) magnetic field 
sensing elements and an output terminating re- 
gion (26,30), said magnetic field sensing means 
being arranged to be sensitive to magnetic field 
components in a first direction and to provide an 50 
output signal at said output terminating region; 

means for setting a direction of magnetiza- 
tion (60) in said first magnetic field sensing ele- 
ment in a second direction and for setting a direc- 
tion of magnetization in said second magnetic 55 
field sensing element in a third direction with said 
magnetic field sensing means providing an out- 
put signal at a first level; and for reversing said di- 



rections of magnetization in said first and second 
magnetic field sensing elements with said mag- 
netic field sensing means~then providing an out- 
put signal at a second level with the difference 
between said first output signal at a first level and 
said second output signal at a second level being 
representative of said external magnetic field 
components in a first direction. 

2. A device according to Claim 1 characterised in 
that said first and second magnetic field sensing 
elements lie in a first plane and said means for 
setting and for reversing said directions of mag- 
netization comprises a first electrical conductor 
means (60) lying in a second plane spaced from 
said first plane, with said first conductor means 
adapted to conduct an electrical current in a di- 
rection whereby said direction of magnetization 
in said first magnetic field sensing element is set 
in a second direction and said direction of mag- 
netization in said second magnetic sensing ele- 
ment is set in a third direction, and reversing said 
direction of said first current. 

3. A device according to Claim 2 characterised in 
that said first electrical conductor means is a met- 
allic current strap (60). 

4. A device according to Claim 3 characterised in 
that said metallic current strap has a spiral form. 

5. A device according to any preceding Claim char- 
acterised in that said integrated device is formed 
on a silicon substrate (12) and said first electrical 
conductor means is an implant layer (80) in said 
silicon substrate. 

6. A device according to any of Claims 1 to 4 char- 
acterised in that said integrated device is formed 
on a silicon substrate and said first electrical con- 
ductor means is said silicon substrate (12). 

7. A device according to any of Claims 1 to 4 char- 
acterised in that said integrated device is formed 
on a conducting substrate and said first electrical 
conductor means is said conducting substrate. 

B. A device according to any preceding Claim char- 
acterised by a device package wherein said first 
electrical conductive means is a current strap 
(90) located in said device package. 

9. A device according to any preceding Claim char- 
acterised in that said direction of magnetization 
in said first magnetic field sensing element is op- 
posite said direction of magnetization in said sec- 
ond magnetic field sensing element. 
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10. A device according to any preceding Claim char- 
acterised by means for producing a magnetic 
field in said first direction at said magnetic field 
sensing means. 

11. A device according to Claim 10 characterised in 
that said means for producing a magnetic field 
comprises a second electrical conductor means 
(50) lying in a third plane spaced from said first 
plane, with said second electrical conductor 
means adapted to conduct a second electrical 
current in a direction perpendicular to said first di- 
rection. 

12. A device according to Claim 11 characterised in 
that said second electrical conductor means is in 
the form of a current strap parallel to said first di- 
rection. 



10 
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field sensing means providing an output signal at 
a first level, and for reversing said directions of 
magnetization in said first and third magnetic 
sensing elements and in said second and fourth 
magnetic sensing elements with said magnetic 
field sensing means then providing an output sig- 
nal at a second level with the difference between 
said first output signal at a first level and said sec- 
ond output signal at a second level being repre- 
sentative of external magnetic field components 
in a first direction. 

16. A device according to Claim 15 characterised in 
that said magnetoresistive elements lie in a first 
plane and said means for producing a magnetic 
field (50) in said first direction comprises a first 
electrical conductor means lying in a second 
plane spaced from said first plane. 



13. A device according to any of Claims 10 to 12 char- 20 
acterised in that said integrated device is formed 
on a substrate and said second electrical conduc- 
tor means is an implant layer in said silicon sub- 
strate. 



1 4. A device accord ing to any of Claims 1 0 to 1 2 char- 
acterised in that said integrated device is formed 
on a conducting substrate and said second elec- 
trical conductor means is said conducting sub- 
strate. 



25 



30 



1 5. A device for sensing an external magnetic field in 
a first direction, the device characterised by: 

magnetic field sensing means having first 
(14), second (16), third (18), and fourth (20) mag- 35 
netoresistive elements, each of said magnetore- 
sistive elements having first and second termin- 
ating regions, said first magnetoresistive element 
first terminating region being connected to said 
third magnetoresistive element first terminating 40 
region, said first magnetoresistive element sec- 
ond terminating region being connected to said 
second magnetoresistive element second ter- 
minating region, said third magnetoresistive ele- 
ment second terminating region being connected 45 
to said fourth magnetoresistive element second 
terminating region and said second magnetore- 
sistive element first terminating region connect- 
ed to said fourth magnetoresistive element first 
terminating region; 50 

means for producing a magnetic field 
(50,80,12) in said first direction at said magnetor- 
esistive elements; 

means for setting a second direction of 
magnetization (60) in said first and third magnet- 55 
ic sensing elements and for setting a third direc- 
tion of magnetization in said second and fourth 
magnetic sensing elements with said magnetic 



17. A device according to Claim 15 characterised in 
that said device is formed on a substrate (12) and 
said first electrical conductor means is an implant 
layer (80) in said substrate. 

18. A device according to Claim 15 characterised in 
that said device is formed on a conducting sub- 
strate (12) and said first electrical conductor 
means is said electrical substrate (12). 

1 9. A device according to any of Claims 1 5 to 1 8 char- 
acterised by a device package wherein said first 
electrical conductor means is a current strap (90) 
located in said device package. 

20. Apparatus characterised by two devices accord- 
ing to any of Claims 15 to 19, the second device 
being located to sense an external magnetic field 
in a fourth direction. 
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(3) Magnetic field sensing device. 



@ A self-contained magnetic field sensing de- 
vice 10 has magnetic field sensing elements 
14,16,18,20 arranged in an electrical bridge net- 
work 25. An integral electrical conductor 60 
spaced from the sensing elements 14,16,18,20 
carries a current for setting and resetting the 
direction of magnetization of the sensing ele- 
ments. A known magnetic field useful for test, 
set up and calibration is provided at the sensing 
elements 14,16,18,20 by a second integral elec- 
trical conductor 50. 
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